Development and heterogeneity of prolactin cells.
Prolactin (PRL) is synthesized in pituitary cells called mammotrophs (PRL cells). Ample evidence demonstrates that the PRL cell population consists of structurally and functionally heterogeneous PRL cells. Multiple variants of PRL molecules are found in various species. Prolactin cells may be divided into various subtypes in the rat and mouse. Secretory activities differ among the PRL cell population. These heterogeneities may reflect various phases of the maturation process of PRL cells, or the integrated outcome of various functional differences in PRL cells. To clarify the significance of heterogeneities among PRL cells, we present updated reports on the differentiation, proliferation, and development of PRL cells, and discuss factors responsible for the functional differences in PRL cell population. The age-related alteration in PRL secretion in the rat is summarized, because it is one of the most important aspects of the developmental changes in PRL cells. A mammosomatotroph, which secretes growth hormone and PRL, is found in various species. Prolactin cells and somatotrophs are derived from the same lineage. The possible relationship among PRL cells, somatotrophs, and mammosomatotrophs is discussed.